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CALVIN THOMAS, 1854-1919 



The death of Professor Calvin Thomas, of the department of 
Germanic Languages and Literatures in Columbia University, 
means the loss of one of the ablest scholars and teachers in the 
field of Germanics in this country. Born near Lapeer, Michigan, 
he acquired the elements of his early education in the common 
schools of his native state. His craving for knowledge and for an 
adequate preparation for successful work as a teacher led him to 
enter the Michigan State University, an organic part of the edu- 
cational system of Michigan. Upon his graduation from that 
institution at the age of twenty, in 1874, he began a three-year 
engagement as teacher of Latin and Greek in the Grand Rapids 
high school. This work he relinquished for a year of philological 
study at the University of Leipzig. He was appointed in 1877 to 
an instructorship in German in his Alma Mater, a position which 
in the year 1886 became a full professorship. Here he organized 
and directed with marked success a department of Germanic Lan- 
guages and Literatures. Few teachers ever commanded the 
admiration, love, and enthusiastic devotion of successive classes of 
students that were accorded Professor Thomas here and in his 
subsequent work. 

In 1896 he accepted a call to Columbia University as professor 
of Germanic Languages and Literatures, a position in which he 
continued to work effectively along lines already indicated by his 
activity in Michigan. Through the preparation of annotated edi- 
tions of earlier and later German classics, including in 1892 the 
first part and in 1897 the second part of Goethe's Faust, through a 
standard systematic German Grammar in 1895, through his Life and 
Works of Schiller in 1901 and his Goethe in 1917, through a useful 
Anthology of German Literature in 1909, as well as through a brief 
History of German Literature in the same year. Professor Thomas 
has substantially increased and enriched the available means for 
studying the German language and literature in American schools 
and colleges. 
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The Committee of Twelve appointed in the year 1897 by the 
National Educational Association to prepare a report on college 
entrance requirements was, in the absence of satisfactory national 
standards of work in modern languages, assigned a task of real dif- 
ficulty and of great importance. Whatever improvement in the 
teaching of modern languages in this country may fairly be ascribed 
to the report of this committee, published in 1899 and widely dis- 
cussed in subsequent years, is due in large measure to the energy, 
insight, and tact of the chairman of the committee. Professor Thomas. 

His interest in a gradual simplification of English orthography 
led him to identify himself closely with the spelling-reform move- 
ment in this country and to undertake studies reflected in twenty- 
six articles on the letters of the alphabet in the New Standard 
Dictionary, 1913. 

Professor Thomas had been since the founding of Modern Phi- 
lology in 1903 a member of its Advisory Board of Editors. Our 
journal has, therefore, an especial sense of loss in his death. 

Starr Willard Cutting 
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